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Description 
AUTOMOTIVE INSTRUMENT PANEL 

Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention pertains generally to automotive in- 
terior trim components, and more particularly to an in- 
strument panel for an automobile. 
Background of the Invention 

[0002] it is known to outfit automotive interiors with various trim 
components to enhance the aesthetic appearance of the 
automotive interior and to provide comfort and conve- 
nience to vehicle occupants. For example, automotive in- 
teriors are typically provided with door trim panels, in- 
strument panels and console cover panels. The instrument 
panel is provided in a portion of the passenger compart- 
ment, at a position forward of the vehicle occupants and 
disposed laterally between the door panels. Typically, au- 
tomotive manufacturers strive to provide a clearance be- 
tween the ends of the instrument panel and the adjacent 
door panels to avoid interference between these compo- 



nents and thereby facilitate easy closing of the automobile 
doors. The smallest gap between the instrument panel 
and an adjacent door panel has been about 5 mm. While 
these gaps avoid interference due to the cumulative effect 
of tolerance variations in the assembled components in 
the automobile, they also detract from the aesthetic ap- 
pearance of the trim components. A need therefore exists 
for an automotive instrument panel which eliminates the 
gap between the instrument panel and an adjacent door 
panel to further improve the aesthetic appearance of the 
interior trim. 
Summary of Invention 

[0003] jhe present invention provides an instrument panel that 
eliminates the gaps between lateral ends of the instru- 
ment panel and adjacent door panels of an automobile in 
which the instrument panel is installed, when the doors 
are in their closed positions. The instrument panel in- 
cludes a substrate member that defines the general shape 
of the instrument panel, and a pliable cover layer dis- 
posed over the substrate member. The substrate has lat- 
eral end portions configured to confront respective por- 
tions of the door panels located adjacent lateral ends of 
the instrument panel. The substrate member and cover 



layer together define resilient engagement areas at the 
lateral ends of the instrument panel which contact the ad- 
jacent door panels and which deform when the doors are 
moved to their closed positions such that proper closing 
of the doors is not inhibited by the contact. 

[0004] | n one embodiment, the pliable cover layer extends be- 
yond the lateral end portions of the substrate member to 
define flexible flanges for engaging the door panels. When 
the doors of the automobile are moved to their respective 
closed positions, the flanges deform to accommodate the 
respective door panels. 

[0005] | n another embodiment, the substrate member includes a 
central substrate section and lateral substrate sections 
disposed on respective lateral ends of the central sub- 
strate section. The lateral substrate sections are spaced 
from the central substrate section and are flexibly con- 
nected to the central substrate section by the pliable cover 
layer. When the doors of the automobile are moved to 
their closed positions, the lateral substrate sections con- 
tact the respective door panels and deform toward the 
central substrate section to accommodate the door pan- 
els. 

[0006] in another embodiment, a method of finishing an interior 



of an automobile includes installing an instrument panel 
having lateral ends that define resilient engagement areas, 
contacting a door panel of the automobile with the instru- 
ment panel, proximate the resilient engagement areas 
when the door panel is moved to a closed position, and 
deforming the instrument panel to accommodate the door 
panel. 

[0007] The features and objectives of the present invention will 

become more readily apparent from the following Detailed 
Description taken in conjunction with the accompanying 
drawings. 
Brief Description of Drawings 

[0008] jhe accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in 
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate em- 
bodiments of the invention and, together with a general 
description of the invention given above, and the detailed 
description given below, serve to explain the invention. 

[0009] FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a typical automotive instal- 
lation including an exemplary instrument panel according 
to the present invention; 

[0010] FIG. 2A is a partial cross-sectional view taken along line 
2-2 of FIG. 1 and depicting one embodiment of an instru- 
ment panel according to the present invention; 



[0011] FIG. 2B is a partial cross-sectional view, similar to FIG. 2A, 
depicting another embodiment of an instrument panel ac- 
cording to the present invention; 

[0012] FIG. 2C is a partial cross-sectional view, similar to FIG. 2A, 
depicting yet another embodiment of an instrument panel 
according to the present invention; and 

[0013] FIG. 2D is a partial cross-sectional view, similar to FIG. 2A, 
depicting yet another embodiment of an instrument panel 
according to the present invention. 
Detailed Description 

[0014] Referring to FIG. 1, there is shown a typical automobile 10 
including an exemplary instrument panel 12 according to 
the present invention. The instrument panel 12 is installed 
in a forward portion of the passenger compartment of the 
automobile 10, and has opposed lateral ends 14 (one of 
which is shown in FIG. 1). The automobile 10 further in- 
cludes a door 16 hingedly secured to the automobile 10 
for movement between open and closed positions, as 
known in the art. The door 16 includes an interior door 
panel 18, a portion of which (designated at 20) confronts 
the lateral end 14 of the instrument panel when the door 
16 is in the closed position. While only one door 16 and 
lateral end 14 of instrument panel 12 is shown in FIG. 1, it 



will be understood that another door 16 and another lat- 
eral end 14 are provided on the opposite side of the auto- 
mobile 10, as known in the art. Referring now to FIG. 2A, 
there is shown a partial cross-sectional view of the lateral 
end 14 of the instrument panel 12 and the door panel 18 
when the door 16 is in the closed position. As shown in 
FIG. 2A, instrument panel 12 includes a substrate member 
22 which defines the general shape of the instrument 
panel 12 and which may be secured within the interior of 
the automobile 10, for example, to a bracket or mounting 
member 24. The instrument panel 12 further includes a 
pliable cover layer 26 disposed over the substrate mem- 
ber 22 to provide an aesthetically pleasing appearance to 
the instrument panel 12. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 
2A, the cover layer 26 extends beyond the lateral end 
portion 23 of the substrate 22 to define a flexible flange 
28 that contacts the door panel 18 adjacent the con- 
fronting area 20 when the door panel 18 is in the closed 
position. A distal end 30 of the flange 28 is formed at an 
angle so that door panel 18 contacts a side surface of the 
flange 28 in the closed position. 
[0015] Advantageously, the flange 28 is displaced toward the 

substrate member 22 when the door panel 18 is moved to 



the closed position to accommodate variation in the spac- 
ing between the door panel 18 and the substrate member 
22, which may be due to the accumulation of tolerance 
variations of the assembled automotive components, or to 
variation in the relative position of the components which 
may occur over the life of the automobile. 

[0016] Referring now to FIG. 2B, there is shown another embodi- 
ment of an instrument panel 12 according to the present 
invention. In this embodiment, the flange 28 includes a 
distal end 30 which is angled toward substrate member 
22 such that door panel 18 contacts an edge of the flange 
28 in the closed position. Accordingly, the angled distal 
end 30 facilitates flexing of the flange 28 when door 
panel 18 is moved to the closed position to thereby pro- 
vide contact with the door panel 18 without inhibiting 
closing of the door 16. 

[0017] Referring now to FIG. 2C, there is shown yet another em- 
bodiment of the instrument panel 12 wherein a flange 28 
defined by outwardly extending cover layer 26 does not 
have an angled distal end. In this embodiment, door panel 
18 is configured to include a laterally extending boss 32 
which faces the lateral end 14 of the instrument panel 12, 
and a groove 34 adjacent the boss 32 and positioned to 



received the flange 28 of the instrument panel 12 when 
the door panel 18 is in the closed position. Referring now 
to FIG. 2D, there is shown yet another embodiment of an 
instrument panel 12 and a door panel 18 according to the 
present invention. In this embodiment, instrument panel 
12 includes a central substrate section 22a and first and 
second lateral substrate sections 22b separated by a 
space 36. Only one lateral substrate section 22a is shown 
in FIG. 2D, it being understood that another similar sub- 
strate section 22a is provided at the opposite lateral end 
14 of the instrument panel 12. 
[0018] The central substrate section 22a and first and second 
lateral substrate sections 22b are flexibly connected by 
the cover layer 26 which extends over the space 36. When 
door panel 18 is moved to the closed position, the instru- 
ment panel 12 contacts the confronting area 20 of door 
panel 18 and the lateral substrate section 22b is displaced 
in a direction toward the central substrate section 22a to 
facilitate closing of the door 16. In this embodiment, door 
panel 18 may also comprise first and second door sub- 
strate members 18a, 18b having a space 38 therebetween 
and connected by a second, pliable cover layer 40 dis- 
posed over the first and second door substrate members 



18a, 18b and across the space 38. Advantageously, the 
second door substrate section 18b may also be displaced, 
generally in a direction opposite the lateral substrate sec- 
tion 22b, when door panel 18 is moved to a closed posi- 
tion. While this embodiment depicts both the instrument 
panel 12 and door panel 18 configured to accommodate 
contact between the instrument panel 12 and door panel 
18, it will be recognized that the instrument panel 12 may 
alternatively be a conventional instrument panel, without 
lateral substrate sections 22b or flexible flanges 28, 
whereby contact between the instrument panel 12 and 
door panel 18 is accommodated solely by the second door 
substrate section 18b and second cover layer 40. 
[0019] | n another embodiment, the substrate member 22 of the 
instrument panel 12, the first and second door substrate 
sections 18a, 18b, and the first and second cover layers 
26, 40 may be formed from injection moldable polymers. 
For example, substrate members 22, 18 may be formed 
from thermoplastic olefin, acrylonitrile butadiene styrene, 
styrene maleic anhydride, polycarbonate/acrylonitrile bu- 
tadiene styrene alloy, or other materials suitable for 
molding a rigid substrate member. The flexible cover lay- 
ers 26, 40 may be formed from vinyl, thermoplastic elas- 



tomer, PVC, or other suitable materials for molding the 
flexible cover layers 26, 40. Alternatively, the cover layers 
26 may be formed from fabric or leather and fitted over 
the molded substrate member 22, 18a, 18b, as known in 
the art. Advantageously, the instrument panel 12 and 
door panel 18 of the present invention may be formed in a 
two-shot molding operation wherein the substrate mem- 
bers 22, 22a, 22b, 18a, 18b are formed during a first shot 
of the molding process, and the cover layers 26, 40 are 
molded over the substrate members 22, 22a, 22b, 18a, 
18b during a second shot of the molding operation. 

[0020] | n another embodiment of the invention, a method of fin- 
ishing an interior of an automobile 10 includes installing 
an instrument panel 12, as described above, within the in- 
terior of the automobile 10 and between laterally opposed 
door panels 18, contacting the door panels 18 with the 
instrument panel 12, adjacent the lateral ends 14 of the 
instrument panel 12 when the doors 16 are in their closed 
positions, and displacing at least a part of the instrument 
panel 18 to accommodate the door panels 18 in their 
closed positions. 

[0021] while the present invention has been illustrated by the 
description of one or more embodiments thereof, and 



while the embodiments have been described in consider- 
able detail, they are not intended to restrict or in anyway 
limit the scope of the appended claims to such detail. Ad- 
ditional advantages and modifications will readily appear 
to those skilled in the art. The invention in its broader as- 
pects is therefore not limited to the specific details, repre- 
sentative apparatus and methods and illustrative exam- 
ples shown and described. Accordingly, departures may 
be made from such details without departing from the 
scope or spirit of Applicants" general inventive concept. 
[0022] WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 



